Improving the governance of health research.
Australia has so far been spared serious mishaps in health research, but rising pressures on researchers, deemed to have contributed to two deaths of research participants in the United States, clearly also exist in Australia. Health research investment in our institutions is large and represents an often overlooked area of risk by boards of management. Research governance (the framework through which institutions are ultimately accountable for the scientific quality, ethical acceptability and safety of research conducted in the institutions) has not received sufficient attention. An adequate governance framework requires institutions to have policies and procedures in place to meet national ethical, legal and research practice standards. We suggest that many institutions presently do not have such frameworks in place and inappropriately rely too heavily on human research ethics committees. To ensure ongoing adequate protection of research participants, we recommend some simple improvements for research governance and suggest ways by which institutions can demonstrate adherence to agreed national standards.